Most research on organizational identity tends to take an essentialist perspective, differentiating between an identity construed internally by members of the organization and an image construed by external actors. However, the duality of identity and image struggles with capturing more fluid, open, or partial organizational arrangements, where it is difficult to uphold this distinction. Looking at the case of the hacker collective Anonymous as an extreme example of organization, this paper proposes to adopt a communication-centered perspective in order to better understand the formation of organizational identity. Drawing on the emerging "communicative constitution of organizations" (CCO) framework, we transcend both an essentialist and a member-centered view by arguing that organizational identity is achieved through communicative events that demarcate the boundaries between actions attributed either to the organization or to the organizational environment. 
by the conceptual demarcation between identity that is primarily construed internally by the organization's members and image that is primarily construed by external constituents of an organization; a distinction that is problematized but nevertheless upheld in the recent review on organizational identity by Gioia and his colleagues (2013) .
However, these traditional conceptions of organizational identity fall short in explaining the emergence and role of identity in more fluid and precarious organizational forms such as network-type (Huemer et al., 2004) , virtual (Wiesenfeld et al., 1998) , or clandestine and covert (Scott, 2013; Stohl & Stohl, 2011) organizations. Empirical examples of these organizations include, for instance, the terrorist network of al Qaeda (Stohl & Stohl, 2011; Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2012) or online communities such as the hacker collective "Anonymous" (Coleman, 2012a (Coleman, , 2012b . In such of "partial organizations" (Ahrne & 5/43 Brunsson, 2011), i.e. organizations that lack some features commonly associated with formal organizations (e.g., formal membership rules), the growing importance of a shared identity for coordinating activities is at odds with unclear and unstable attribution of membership.
Moreover, unclear and unstable membership blurs the distinction between identity and image.
Consequently, in this paper, we deal with the research question how organizational identity is formed in contexts of unclear membership and fluid organizational boundaries?
To address this question, we propose to turn from a membership-centered to a communication-centered view on organizational identity that is grounded in a theoretical endeavour known as "communication as constitutive of organizations" (CCO) (for recent overviews, see Ashcraft et al., 2009; Brummans et al., forthcoming; Cooren et al.; 2011) . We argue that this view enables us to show how organizational identity is accomplished and maintained through communicative events that demarcate the boundary between actions attributed to the organization and actions attributed to the organizational environment.
Furthermore, this theoretical lens helps conceptualize why and how non-members can contribute to organizational identity formation in much the same way as members do (Kjaergaard et al, 2011; Fiol and Romanelli 2012) , since in a communication-centered perspective both members and non-members belong to the -albeit structurally coupledenvironment of the organization as a communicative entity (Seidl & Becker, 2006) . In this regard, a communication-centered lens (Cooren et al., 2011) helps to account for the most loose and fluid forms of organizations and the ways in which they accomplish an identity, even in cases where organizational membership is unstable or unclear.
On the empirical level, we address our research question (as outlined above) with a dual strategy: First we historically reconstruct the genesis of the organizational identity of the online hacker collective 'Anonymous'. We are thereby contributing to the still scarce body of 6/43 studies on organizational identity formation. Second, we look at critical communicative episodes challenging this organizational identity and the practices of communicative boundary maintenance targeted at resolving them. For both these strategies we rely on publicly accessible data such as media coverage as well as online archival data.
On the conceptual level, our study of Anonymous is based on a CCO perspective provides three main contributions to the literature on organizational identity in particular as well as organization studies more generally. First, our communication-centered analysis lens represents a process approach as recently called for by Gioia et al. (2013) , thereby transcending essentialist views on organizational identity. Focusing on episodes of communicative events, this process perspective accounts for the role of follow-up communication in identity reproduction and change in the course of identity crisis. Second we complement the current member-focused view on organizational identity formation (e.g., Gioia et al., 2010; Kroezen & Heugens, 2012) , which allows us to resolve the duality of identity and image many previous works on identity are struggling with By de-centering members in identity formation processes, a CCO framework provides a conceptual umbrella for integrating the extensive lists of external factors found to influence identity formation processes such as peer organizations (Gioia et al., 2010) , national identity (Jack & Lorbiecki, 2007) , cultural framing (Glynn & Watkiss, 2012) , or the media (Kjaergaard et al., 2011 ; see also Gioia et al., 2013, p. 163ff.) . Third, we empirically demonstrate that the processual nature of a CCO perspective is particularly apt to capture identity formation in settings that lack typical elements of traditional organizations, e.g., the capability to decide on the inclusion or exclusion of organizational members (also known as "partial organizations"; Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011) As illustrated by our study of Anonymous, in the lack of an overview of its own members, the organization's identity formation needs to take place largely through publicly visible communication events. Hence, these special cases of 7/43 organizations naturally bring the communicative nature of identity formation to the fore and allow us to study the basic communicative mechanisms that stabilize the organization's boundary even in the wake of fluidity (Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010) .
THEORETICAL CONSIDERATIONS ON ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY FORMATION AND BOUNDARY MAINTENANCE

Essentialist views on identity and identity formation
In their seminal article on organizational identity, Albert and Whetten (1985) define identity as convergence in members' beliefs on central, distinctive, and enduring features of an organization (see also Ravasi & van Rekom, 2003) . Specifically, the issue of endurance sparked a lot of scholarly debate and research. Reflecting on the three decades of organizational identity research after Albert and Whetten's major contribution, Gioia et al. (2013 p. 131) broadly distinguish between enduring and dynamic notions of identity in the pertinent literature. The former body of literature emphasizes the stability and permanence of identity, which may result from internal dynamics (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Brown & Starkey, 2000) or institutional pressures (Benner, 2007; Porac et al., 1999) . The latter, more dynamic view conceptualizes identity instead as fluid and inherently unstable (Gioia et al., 2000; Schultz & Hernes, 2013) , which ultimately also allows for intended or unintended change of identity (e.g. Ashforth et al., 2011; Gioia & Thomas, 1996; Seidl, 2005) .
However, as Gioia et al. (2013, p. 180) assert, both streams of the identity literature ultimately share an "essentialist" perspective on the phenomenon:
We would note that the discourse on the dynamic aspects of identity, especially the 'enduring' vs. 'change' debate, suggests the predominance of an essentialist view of organizational identity as 'thing'. Whether one holds a social actor view or a social construction view, the overriding image of identity is that of some 'entity' that experiences change.
The inherent limitations of such an essentialist conception of identity might also be one of the reasons for the surprisingly few studies on the processual nature of identity formation so far (apart from recent exceptions such as Schultz and Hernes, 2013) . Gioia et al. (2013) , for instance, only mention two empirical studies (Gioia et al., 2010; Kroezen & Heugens 2012) and one conceptual exception (Ashforth et al., 2011) in this regard.
In line with process views (e.g., Hernes, 2008; Langley, 1999; Van de Ven & Poole, 1995) and practice perspectives (e.g., Schatzki et al., 2001 ) that focus on "organizing" rather than "organizations", we propose to conceptualize identity as being continuously reproduced rather than being a more or less stable entity. Such a process notion of identity is also favored by Schultz and Hernes (2013, p. 1) , who view "identity construction as an ongoing process" with the basic assumption that "not only is the future open but also that the past is open to (re)interpretation." Nevertheless, in their analysis of the LEGO case, Schultz and Hernes (2013) exclusively focus on how organizational members engage in identity re-construction. And Fiol and Romanelli (2012, p. 605 ) also privilege members' role in identity formation, while acknowledging that these may "face negotiated constraints on identity characteristics imposed by outsiders". By drawing on communication events as main units of our analysis, we intend to critically question the privileged role commonly attributed to members in processes of identity formation and reproduction.
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Identity formation and external actors: the duality of identity and image
The dominance of member-centered views on organizational identity is already present in Albert and Whetten (1985) , whose definition of identity explicitly and exclusively refers to organizational members' perceptions. Such a member-centered view of identity and identity formation has largely prevailed ever since. While Czarniawska (1997, p. 49f.) , for instance, treats "identity as a narrative, or, more properly speaking, as a continuous process of narration", she nevertheless points to members such as PR officers or CEOs as the potential narrators of organizational identity as a form of "organizational autobiography". At the same time, however, she acknowledges that not only the (organizational) "narrator" but also his or her (external) "audience are involved in formulating, editing, applauding and refusing various elements of the ever-produced narrative" (ibid.).
Similarly, recent empirical studies on identity (Gioia et al., 2010; Kjaergaard et al., 2011; Schultz & Hernes, 2013) have increasingly stressed the importance of external actors in processes of organizational identity construction. For instance, Schultz and Hernes's (2013) investigation of the LEGO case supports earlier research by Dutton and Duckerich (1991) that discrepancies between identity and externally construed images might trigger intense selfscrutiny and thus may serve as an important resource for change (see also Christensen et al., 2013) . In addition to this, studies on corporate branding assume a strong coherence between the organization's identity, image, and culture (Hatch & Schultz, 2000; Christensen & Cornelissen, 2011) . What is more, Kjaergaard et al. (2011: 525) argue that "news media act as a 'mirror', to which members respond by constantly comparing their own beliefs with the images they see refracted in it." Finally, Gioia et al. (2010) But when trying to theoretically account for the role of external actors in identity formation and re-production, there is a tendency to run into the conceptual wall between the constructs of organizational identity and image. Gioia et al. (2013, p. 135f., emphasis in original) acknowledge this tension when they recognize that empirical studies on identity tend to be "at odds with the widely held understanding among organizational identity scholars that identity is internally defined". Instead, the authors (Gioia et al., 2013, p. 160) argue that "organizational identity formation processes involve the co-evolution of understandings, claims, and institutional forces that are not only complementary (Ravasi & Schultz, 2006) , but mutually constitutive (Gioia et al., 2010) ." However, by stating such a 'co-evolution' of identity and image, which form an "inextricably intertwined relationship" (Gioia et al. 2000;  cited in Gioia et al. 2013: 175) , the theoretical relationship of this duality between identity and image nevertheless remains opaque. Consequently, it ultimately remains a black box how this co-evolution works.
In sum, we believe that opening the black box of co-evolution between identity and image requires a processual perspective that is able to account for co-construction of identity by members as well as non-members of an organization. As we will argue in the next section, the key we are suggesting for opening this black box is a communicatio-centered instead of a member-centered perspective on identity formation.
A communication-centered perspective on organizational identity
In their review of the organizational identity literature, Gioia et al. (2013, p. 160) highlight that organizational identity formation involves the co-evolution of (internal) identity and (external) image. Because of this co-evolution, the authors conclude that especially the processual nature of identity formation deserves further exploration. This theoretical turn from an essentialist towards a processual view on identity exhibits a natural fit, as we believe, 11/43 to a recently emerging stream of research within organization theory that puts communication at the center of attention (e.g., Putnam & Nicotera, 2009 ). More specifically, these works ascribe to practices of communication and language use a constitutive role in the formation of organizations (e.g., Ashcraft, Cooren & Kuhn, 2009; Cooren et al., 2011) . The underlying idea of these works is that organizations do not primarily consist of their "members" but rather they come into being through the "imbrication" (i.e. a recursive process of adding new layers; Taylor & Van Every, 2000) of conversations and texts which collectively evoke and stabilize the organization as an identifiable entity or actor (Cooren, 2012) . As Christensen and Cornelissen (2011, p. 405f.) put it: "Depending on the connections that individuals make while communicating, the organization and its identity is constructed rather than antecedently given or residing in individuals". The "communication as constitutive of organizations" or, in short, "CCO" perspective (Brummans et al., 2013 ) is informed by various schools of thought, particularly the works of Latour (Cooren, 2012; Robichaud et al., 2004) , Giddens (McPhee & Zaug, 2009) , and Luhmann (Seidl & Becker, 2005) , that all share the idea of a communicative construction of social reality (Cooren, 2012) . The Luhmannian variant of CCO thinking goes even further than this by suggesting that a specific kind of communication events, i.e. the communication of decisions which, in turn, serves as a premise for follow-up decisions to occur, represents the constitutive and self-perpetuating force of organizations (e.g., Luhmann, 2000; Nassehi, 2005) . We argue that the switch to communication events as the main building blocks of organizations (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Blaschke et al., 2012) is particularly advantageous in the context of our inquiry, as it allows to capture the emergence and perpetuation of organizations and their identity even when membership or boundaries are unstable or unclear such as in the case of Anonymous.
From the CCO literature, we can derive three central assumptions on the formation of organizational identity that will prove helpful for the further course of our analysis: 12/43 (1) Continuous need for boundary maintenance through membership negotiation: The CCO perspective suggests turning to communication as the primary mode of explanation for studying organizational phenomena (e.g., Cooren, 2012; Craig, 1999; Deetz, 1994) . This theoretical shift, in turn, implies to look at the formative character of language use for organizations (e.g., Cooren et al., 2011) rather than the (heroic) agency of individual human actors in organizational settings (e.g., managers; cf. Fairhurst, 2007) . By grasping organizations as being grounded in something as ephemeral and elusive as communication, the proponents of the CCO perspective emphasize the precarious character of organizations (Cooren et al., 2011) ., as they face the continuous need to (re-)stabilize the organizational boundary in and through communication. In other words, the organizational boundary is seen here not as the firm building's brick walls or as factory site's wired fence, but as a symbolic boundary that needs to be continuously maintained in communicative practices (Schoeneborn, 2011) . This is also why "membership negotiation" (McPhee & Zaug, 2009 ) is seen here as one of the key communicative practices that constitute and ultimately stabilize organizations as processual entities. Through "membership negotiation", organizations include or exclude individual human actors from participation in the very communicative processes that constitute the organization.
In the same context, and especially in works that follow the Luhmannian variant of CCO thinking (Luhmann, 2000; Mohe & Seidl, 2011; Seidl & Becker, 2006) , scholars suggest that individual human actors need to be seen as part of the organization's environment. In other words, since the organization is conceptualized as consisting primarily of communication processes (see also Taylor & Van Every, 2000) , individual human actors only become instantiated as members through the communicative actions they mobilize "on behalf of" the organization (cf. Cooren 2012 Luhmann 2000 . However, in this context, it is important to note that proponents of the CCO perspective put forth a rather wide notion of communication 13/43 which includes not only verbal but also non-verbal forms of communicative action inherent mimics, gestures or other bodily acts (cf. Cornelissen, Clarke and Cienki 2012; Luhmann 1992 ). These non-verbal forms of communication can similarly contribute to the processual constitution of organization, as long as they involve the attribution of meaning related to the respective organization (Ashcraft et al., 2009) . boundary between organization and its environment (e.g., by excluding individual actors from participation in the organizational endeavor) but also allow organizations to reaffirm their own organizational identity in a self-referential way (cf. Seidl, 2005) . Similarly, Morsing (2006) highlights that organizations tend to engage in practices of "strategic autocommunication" in the public arena, that is, an organization's efforts to strengthen and shape its (internal) identity also through external communication activities (see also Kjaergaard et al., 2011) . Morsing argues that this form of communication is especially likely to occur in situations where the range of members is unknown to the organization itself (as in the case of Anonymous) or where membership is rather informal. What is more, external perceptions of an organization re-enter the organization, for instance, by new members that were attracted by an organization's "recruitment image" (Gatewood et al., 1993) . This emphasis on the importance of identity formation mirrored in the light of external audiences resonates well with the recent call by Gioia et al. (2013) for further inquiries into the performative nature of organizational identity. Similarly to the works by Morsing (2006) or Kjaergaard et al. (2011) , Gioia and his colleagues (2013, p. 167 ) draw on concepts like the 'self-other' (Ybema et al., 2009 ) and highlight the "importance of negotiating identity claims not just among insiders but also between insiders and outsiders […] ." In other words, organizations tend to form and maintain their identity fundamentally also in direct interactions with their environment. Again, 14/43 and as argued above, these arguments render questionable a clear-cut separation of identity and image (Gioia et al., 2013) .
(3) Organizational identity formation in the lack of membership: If organizational identity formation can, to a large extent, take place in the public arena, decisions on who is allowed to speak "on behalf of" the organization and who is not gain crucial importance (cf. Cooren, 2012) . This problem is especially prevalent in social-movement-type organizations which can lack an overview of their own members as well as the capability to decide on who is an organizational member and who is not (e.g., Anonymous or al Qaeda; cf. Scott 2013).
Again, we argue that it is useful in this context to draw on the Luhmannian tradition of CCO thinking, where organizations are primarily seen as "decided orders" that are accomplished in processes of communication (see Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011; Luhmann, 2000) . According to this view, organizations perpetuate their existence by interconnecting one event of decisionfocused communication to the next. In this processual understanding of organizations, past decisions serve as decision premises for follow-up decisions thus creating a self-perpetuating process (Nassehi, 2005) . One such decision premise may be the attribution of organizational membership to an individual human actor. However, in organizational exemplars where clear membership is missing and the organization is "partial" in character (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2011) , the role of organizational membership as one of the most central decision premises of organizations needs to be substituted by other functional equivalents of membership as a decision premise. In other words, if membership is unclear or unstable and thus cannot serve well as a decision premise for future decisions, it is replaced by more reliable forms of decision premises, e.g., past decisions on which communication channels to use (cf. Luhmann, 2000) .
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Taken together, the CCO view enables us to overcome two main gaps in the literature on organization identity formation: First, the CCO perspective allows for going beyond both essentialist and process views of identity formation (cf. Gioia et al. 2013 ) by specifying a 'third way' that places communication at the center of attention. This focus on communication, in turn, allows transcending previous works which are ultimately still bound to the idea of individual human membership and privilege the role of members over nonmembers (e.g., Schultz & Hernes, 2013) . Therefore, we believe a communication-centered lens has a particular strong fit to partial organizations such as Anonymous. Second, the CCO view helps to transcend the classical distinction between identity and image (Gioia et al. 2013) , by bringing the notion of image back in' and by emphasizing the importance of "strategic auto-communication" (Morsing, 2006) in the light of the "self-other" (Ybema et al., 2009 ). In other words, these works highlight that communication practices in the public or external domain are of similar importance to identity formation as the internal domain (especially in organizations as fluid as Anonymous and where memberships are even hidden to the organization itself; cf. Scott 2013).
CASE SELECTION AND DESCRIPTION
What is Anonymous and why it is relevant
To showcase the added value of a communication-centered perspective on organizational identity formation and re-production, we turn to the example of Anonymous. This example is fascinating in the context of our inquiry because most basic features such as organizational membership and boundaries are constantly in doubt. Anonymous is an organized group of 'hacktivists' (i.e. a term that mingles 'hackers' with 'activists'), who engage in collective actions of political and unpolitical nature such as website hacks or street protests. Anonymous activists (also known as "Anons") describe their organization as a 'collective' or 'hive'.
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Historically, Anonymous emerged as an 'Internet meme' (Blackmore 2000) in online image boards, the most famous being the '4chan image board' in 2006. In an image board, no login is required to post pictures or links to other online content and the default name of a user posting something on the image board is "Anonymous". In spite of these informal and fluid origins, media coverage of the phenomenon regularly frames Anonymous in organizational terms, calling it, for instance, an "international hacker organization" (e.g., Huffington Post).
The theoretical rationale (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2009) for choosing Anonymous as a case to investigate organizational identity is that it is an extreme case, i.e. where the identities of an organization's members are deliberately hidden or unknown -often even among different self-declared members of Anonymous. This case selection is guided by Flyvbjerg (2006, p. 229), who asserts that "[a]typical or extreme cases often reveal more information because they activate more actors and more basic mechanisms in the situation studied." So the empirical puzzle in this case is how the organizational identity of Anonymous is constructed given concrete individual human membership is largely invisible, even to the organization itself? Hence, the organizational identity of Anonymous cannot draw on clearly identifiably members but instead, as we assume, very much needs to rely on the performative power of communication practices (Taylor & Cooren 1997) . In other words, if anyone can speak for Anonymous, who cannot speak for Anonymous? By addressing this question with an empirical study we aim to contribute to the theoretical question how organizational identity is formed in contexts of unclear membership and fluid organizational boundaries.
A short history of Anonymous
Initially, Anonymous was "founded" on the online image board 4chan, or more precisely, on the random board "/b/", which has a "no rules" policy. As all other boards, /b/ allows only a limited number of threads and new threads replace old ones, which leads to the fact that 17/43 threads disappear on average after 4-6 hours. The first collective activity attributed to Anonymous was called "Habbo Raid", in which 4chan users invaded the Habbo online platform -a mixture of chat and online game frequented mainly by teenagers. The sole motivation for this invasion was fun, the so-called "lulz" (derived from "lol", which stands for "laughing out loud"). These early activities of Anonymous were very anarchic without any political message and just intended to shock and irritate users of the platform. Thus, the origin of Anonymous was primarily collective "trolling", which describes intentionally provocative communication (Coleman 2012a ).
The unpolitical motivation for collective Anonymous activities changed with the start of the project "Chanology". Previously, anyone bringing up political issues on 4chan was derided as a "moralfag". This homophobic language is not uncommon on 4chan -actually everyone on 4chan is called a fag: newbies are "newfags", experienced users are "oldfags". In January 2008 someone posted a "call for action" against censorship practices of the religious sect Scientology on YouTube, which resulted in a series of online protests and, for the first time, also offline protests against Scientology. It was about that time that the Guy Fawkes masks first appeared in the context of Anonymous, enabling "Anons" to take part in offline activities. where the attribution to Anonymous was unclear or challenged. Therefore, it is this last phase that allows us to investigate identity formation and re-production by looking at critical communicative episodes. In the following section, we describe how we identified and collected data on these communicative events as well as how we analyzed this data.
METHODOLOGY
Data collection
For our investigation of Anonymous's identity formation from a communication-centered perspective, the main unit of analysis are communicative events (Blaschke, Schoeneborn & Seidl, 2012) , i.e. instances of language use expressed either in verbal or written form that involve at least two individuals and that allow for the mutual negotiation of meaning. Each event of communication, in turn, makes it likely that follow-up communication events will occur (Luhmann, 1992) Figure 1 ) and collected links to media reports on each of the respective Anonymous operations referenced in Wikipedia. In this episodic history, we can distinguish three main phases of identity formation characterized by different activity levels: the preformation phase I with few, singular activities, followed by the organizing phase II with first political activities and the still ongoing activism phase III, which features a steep increase in politically and geographically diverse actions (see also Figure 1 ). In a next step, we evaluated these media reports to assess whether the attribution of the operations to Anonymous was in any way disputed or unclear. By way of this procedure, we identified 8 episodes (out of 111) where the attribution of the episode to Anonymous as an organizational actors was to a certain degree in doubt (see also Second, we collected data on communication channels attributed to Anonymous. Figure 2 provides an overview of communication channels attributed to Anonymous with the highest numbers of subscribers ("fans" on Facebook, "followers" on Twitter, etc.). However, these numbers mainly serve illustrative purposes, since other communication channels such as the 4chan image board or AnonNews.org, which allow anyone to post anonymously, do not list subscribers but are of equal, if not greater importance.
21/43 Figure 2: Communication channels attributed to Anonymous with numbers of fans/followers
In our analysis, we did neither include private communication channels nor highly ephemeral types of communication such as online chats (e.g., via Internet Relay Chat; IRC), private email correspondences, or the 4chan image boards, all of which are presumed to be of importance in the context of Anonymous, as well (Coleman, 2012b) . While this focus on publicly accessible data is indeed a limitation of our study, there are also two crucial reasons for focusing entirely on publicly available communication -in addition to the pragmatic reason of accessibility: First, for many of its operations Anonymous depends on cooperation and support of actors most of which can only be reached via public broadcast media such as Twitter, Facebook or the press. Second, as we have argued above, identity formation in a hidden and social-movement type organization such as Anonymous particularly depends onpublic communication channels (cf. Morsing, 2006) , e.g., where self-declared "Anons" and other actors (e.g. journalists, representatives of targeted organizations, etc.) can take part in identity-constructing communication processes.
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Data analysis
Our data analysis mainly consists of two parts. As a first step, we chronologically reconstructed the history of Anonymous in a highly condensed description alongside the communicative episodes presented above. We then focused on those eight instances where the attribution of episodes to Anonymous was disputed or unclear and selected two communicative episodes for an in-depth critical analysis: in (1) "Operation Westboro" the Westboro Baptist Church claimed to have received a threat letter by Anonymous, which denied the authenticity of the letter; (2) in "Operation Facebook" someone threatened that
Anonymous was going to take down Facebook on November 5 until his identity was exposed.
Our main rationale for choosing these two operations was that these were both prominently discussed in the media and only settled over a longer period of public communication.
Moreover, the difference in identity claims is of particular interest to our inquiry. While in the case of "Operation Westboro" the identity claim was made by actors undoubtedly external to Anonymous, this very distinction between internal and external actors was at least questioned in the case of "Operation Facebook".
After having selected these two operations for in-depth investigation, the second part of our data analysis consisted in reconstructing a timeline of public communication events for each of the episodes. To conduct this analysis, we returned to our two main data sources -i.e. 
Critical Episode II: Operation Facebook
The critical episode "Operation Facebook" consists of two sub-episodes, one in August and another one in November 2011. In August 2011, a group claiming to be part of Anonymous declared a "war on facebook" and announced an upcoming attack on November 5, 2011, i.e.
on Guy Fawkes Day. While initially the authenticity of "Operation Facebook" was renounced all together via the Twitter account "AnonOps" ("TO PRESS: […] #OpFacebook is just ANOTHER FAKE!"), a few hours later another tweet stated that "#OpFacebook is being organised by some Anons. This does not necessarily mean that all of #Anonymous agrees with it." Prior to these announcements, several anonymous actors had collaborated in crafting 27/43 the threat letter in a public "Pirate Pad" -an online tool that enables anonymous collaborative writing (see Table 3 ).
Not least due to the prominence of the target, the social media platform Facebook, media outlets quickly reported on the threat, albeit being more cautious compared to the Westboro case described above. Specifically the fact that "#OpFacebook" had been announced on a separate Twitter account seemed suspicious. The Washington Post, for instance, considered the account "AnonOps" to be a more credible communication channel, calling it "a more mainstream Anonymous Twitter account."
Following the initial publication of the threat letter, the OpFacebook Twitter account regularly featured tweets (i.e. Twitter postings) emphasizing that "Operation Facebook" was not a fake: "Are we fake?: No, our group of anons have been loyal for 4-5+ years." However, on November 4, 2011, before the takedown of Facebook was supposed to happen, activists of Anonymous exposed the originator of the threat to demonstrate that "#OpFacebook" was in fact not supported by Anonymous, as Cnet reported:
"One skiddy queer chap named Anthony [last name redacted] from the US in Ohio decided to take it upon himself to have some lulz with creating an imaginary opfacebook and pawning it off as a legit anon op," the statement said. "Despite us telling this mate several times we did not support his op, he continued to push his agenda for lulz. This op is phony but he continues to say it's an anon op."
In other words: members of Anonymous decided to expel another member by lifting the veil of anonymity and exposing his identity to the public (see again Anonymous press release: "Attention citizens of the world, We wish to get your attention, hoping you heed the warnings as follows: Your medium of communication you all so dearly adore will be destroyed. If you are a willing hacktivist or a guy who just wants to protect the freedom of information then join the cause and kill facebook for the sake of your own privacy.
[…]Think for a while and prepare for a day that will go down in history. 
DISCUSSION
As our empirical study of the Anonymous case has shown, even the most fluid forms of organization (Schreyögg & Sydow, 2010 with a very limited ability to decide on membership (Ahrne & Brunsson, 2011) , tend to exhibit practices of identity formation and boundary maintenance. In this case, the organizational boundary was continuously maintained through public negotiation whether a communicative event can be attributed to the organization or not (Cooren, 2012; McPhee & Zaug, 2009 
Drawing on functionally equivalent resources of identity
The recent history of Anonymous has featured a steep increase in hacker activities that can be attributed to the organization (see Figure 1) . However, at the same time, this development cooccurred with the first appearance of "unclear" activities that were subject to public debates on whether these episodes could be attributed to Anonymous or not. As our analysis of the Operation Westboro case has shown, in a situation where identifiable membership is missing as a reference point of identity formation (or, in the terminology of Luhmann, 2000, as a decision premise for the organization and its external constituents), other communicative practices may function as alternative reference points for identity formation. In this episode, publicly accessible debates mainly focused on which communication channels can ensure most reliably and credibly who is allowed to speak on behalf of the organization or not (Cooren, 2012) . In other words, not only membership negotiations but also other decision premises such as recurrent use of certain communication channels can serve as important anchors or resources for identity construction.
However, our processual and communication-centered view on organizations (Ashcraft et al., 2009; Cooren et al., 2011) reminds us that, in turn, the communication channel's reliability as a reference point is not a given but instead needs to be continuously re-accomplished through practices of communicative attribution. Hence, as a comparison of Operation Westboro and 31/43 Operation Facebook shows, that the credibility of a communication channel depends on its specific history. In the Westboro case, the communication channel AnonNews.org was questioned because it could not reliably provide any authentication whether the announcements via this channel were consistent with previous communicative events attributed to Anonymous. Hence, the identity crisis was resolved with the help of another communication channel -a live radio interview -where authenticity claims were substantiated with communicative action in form of a website hack. This episode therefore demonstrates that the meaning of past communication events tends to be interpreted in the light of follow-up communication event, e.g., by subverting or substantiating the meaning that was previously attributed to the communication event (Luhmann, 1992) . In the Facebook case, in turn, media observers granted varying degrees of credibility to Twitter accounts by pointing to the respective communication history. New accounts were therefore considered to be less credible sources than "more mainstream" accounts with a history of communication that previously had led to action. The identity crisis of Anonymous in the Facebook episode, which resulted from repeated calls to action by the newly founded communication channel "opfacebook", seems to have created fertile ground for the emergence of a 2 nd degree of communicative boundary maintenance, which is presented in the next section.
2nd degree of communicative boundary maintenance:
The performative power of excommunication
As shown by our second case, Operation Facebook, Anonymous became challenged by activities that failed to have "authoritative" status (Kuhn, 2008) , i.e. where their alignment with the goals of the organizational endeavor was publicly put into question. Strikingly, and in addition to communication channels as a reference points for identity formation, we observed the emergence of a new and further escalated practice of communicative boundary 32/43 maintenance: By "flipping" (i.e. de-anonymizing) the previously anonymous identity of the hacker who had initiated the discredited "Operation Facebook", members of Anonymous literally mobilized the performative power of "excommunication". In other words, they banned the attribution of a communicative episode to Anonymous as an organization by publicly identifying and expelling one individual hacker.
We believe that the emergence of this new practice is most interesting in the context of our inquiry for two reasons: First, given that the communicative constitution of Anonymous as an organization is strongly centered on the anonymity of its members, the mere public disclosure of a hacker's identity is sufficient to make it impossible for this individual to further belong to the organizational endeavor. In this regard, it represents an "excommunication" in the most literal and historical sense. Leveraging the performativity of language use, a new state of affairs was created through the very utterance itself (cf. Taylor & Cooren, 1997) . For hidden organizations such as Anonymous (Scott, 2013 ) this practice of de-anonymization can also be seen as a "maximum penalty" for the individual hacker and a "last resort" of boundary maintenance of the organization given that future contributors to the cause may always run the risk of becoming "flipped".
Second, in this case, the organization as a communicative entity seems to have been only able to restore its identity at the expense of an individual's identity. From the CCO view, and especially the Luhmannian stream of CCO thinking (e.g., Seidl, 2007) , this can indicate a close structural coupling between organizational and individual identity more generally.
However, we need to consider, that the "flipping" of the hacker's identity was only possible because his identity was known at least to some members of the organization. Interestingly, while in organizations such as Anonymous, there is no possibility to decide on the inclusion of members (as individual actors can join the organizational endeavor through self-33/43 identification), the exclusion of members indeed is possible (as shown through the "excommunication practice"). Due to this asymmetry between entry and exit, we would argue that Anonymous case exhibit an "inverse" membership negotiation (McPhee & Zaug, 2009) where the weight solely lies on exclusion rather than inclusion, Across episodes, we can see that both forms of communicative boundary maintenance took place in the public arena and the credibility of communicative events was substantiated by subsequent actions such as website hacks. This reconfirms the core claim of a CCO perspective that reproduction not only of organizational identity but of organizational structures more generally requires follow-up communication. Instances of such follow-up communication may be either events of performative language use or performance of actions referenced in a respective communicative episode (Luhmann, 2000; Seidl, 2007) . As the case of Anonymous shows, follow-up communication such as hacking a website during a radio interview or revealing the identity of self-declared "Anon" effectively resolved an identity, thereby performatively re-instating organizational boundaries.
Finally, in line with the findings by Morsing (2006) , organizations with unclear membership status rely on auto-communication and self-assurance in order to successfully maintain their identity. Again, this finding points to the intertwined nature of both (internal) identity and (external) image, as also emphasized by Kjaergaard et al. (2011) . Highly fluid and hidden organizations such as Anonymous seem to depend on instances of extreme visibility (as in the case of al Qaeda; cf. Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2012) in order to perpetuate their existence. By being mirrored in public communication, organizations of this kind can become stabilized even in the wake of fluidity in that image furthers identity. While this pattern is particularly salient in extreme organizational cases such as Anonymous, we believe that that the performative power of public communication for organizational identity formation also 34/43 applies to organizations more generally (cf. the notion of "aspirational talk" by Christensen et al., 2013) .
CONCLUSION
In this paper, by transcending membership-centered views on organizational identity, we apply a communication-based framework to explain identity formation and maintenance in fluid organizational settings. Our analysis of the case of Anonymous has shown how an organizational identity can be uphold even when membership is unclear or highly unstable. Our study makes the three main theoretical contributions to the existing literature: First, we demonstrate how organizational identity emerges from and is reproduced within a continuous stream of communicative events, thereby transcending essentialist views on identity (Gioia et al. 2013) . Such a communication-centered perspective underlines that identity is inherently precarious, because identity claims always rely on confirmation by follow-up communication.
As soon as this follow-up communication is inconclusive or outright contradictory, we will observe an identity crisis. While the precarious nature of identity formation has been recognized already by processual views on identity construction (Schultz & Hernes 2013) et al. 2010) or the media (Kjaergaard et al. 2011 ; see also Gioia et al. 2013: 163ff.) . And while such external actors and other external influence factors may be particularly important in the case of Anonymous, we again try to make a more general point here. Focusing on communicative events and episodes allows for an integration of different sources of identityrelated communication, effectively tearing down the conceptual wall between identity and image in the literature.
Third, in our investigation of Anonymous, we were able to distill mechanisms of performative excommunication even in highly fluid organizational settings (Schreyögg & Sydow 2010) . We firmly believe that the Anonymous case can be utilized as a fertile ground for further conceptual and empirical inquiries into the communicative nature of organizational identity formation and boundary maintenance. The case of course particularly lends itself to extend its 36/43 findings and to cross-validate the identified process pattern in similar organizational settings of fluid organizations that operate largely in hidden form (Scott, 2013) , for instance, al Qaeda (Schoeneborn & Scherer, 2012; Stohl & Stohl, 2011) or, to a certain degree, the Mafia (Gambetta, 2009) . However, future research will also need to further illuminate the communicative dimension of identity formation in much more conventional organizational settings. In such context, we deem it promising to investigate the role of public and external communication also for the internal formation of identity (similar to Kjaergaard et al., 2011) - an issue that becomes especially prevalent for organizations of all kinds in the age of social media (Kjaergaard & Morsing, 2012) .
